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This paper outlines the ethical considerations when engaging in life story research 
with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.  Based on a study conducted in 
Queensland, Australia, the authors explore some of the challenges that have arisen 
through the lens of principle-based ethics.  The significant disadvantage experienced 
by ex-prisoners with intellectual disability warrants further attention by social 
researchers, and care must be taken not to further harm this group through the 
research process.  Issues pertaining to the broad ethical concepts of integrity, justice, 
respect for persons, and beneficence are examined to identify the degree to which they 
can guide the actions of the life story researcher.  Examples are given as to how the 
researcher responded to difficulties as they arose, and the authors discuss ways 
forward from a principle-based approach. 
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Introduction 
 
“Yeah I don’t I don’t I don’t I don’t want to talk about it okay any more okay…  It’s over 
okay. I don’t I don’t I don’t know why you want to keep talk keep bringing up the bloody 
remand and all that stuff.  It’s over … It’s just that it sounds like people like you don’t 
understand lot like is to leave the past alone… ’Cause like if you start bringing up the past 
then um then then everything starts to um go um all wrong.”   
- An ex-prisoner with intellectual disability 
 
The above is an excerpt from the emerging work of the first author (hereafter referred 
to as the researcher) on the experience of imprisonment for people with intellectual 
disability in Queensland, Australia.  It was a difficult moment for both participant 
and researcher, and highlighted many of the ethical concerns relating to life story 
research with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.   The male participant suddenly 
became very angry at the questions being asked about his previous prison experience.  
Issues of informed consent, and nonmaleficence in the research process came under 
question.   A review of the literature, in relation to this incident, highlighted to the 
researcher, how little has been discussed on how one might address the ethical issues 
that arise in life story research with this particular group of people, who experience 
the effects of being attributed dual stigmatised identities of “ex-prisoner” and “person 
with intellectual disability” (Vernon 1999).  
The relationship between people with intellectual disability and the 
correctional system is a pressing area of concern.  It has been found by many 
researchers that people with intellectual impairment are over-represented within the 
criminal justice system (for example Riches et al 2006).  Existing estimates of 
prevalence rates of intellectual impairment of the total population range from 0.4% to 
1.86% in Australia and 0.3% to 1.5% worldwide (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare 2003).  In contrast, worldwide estimates of prevalence of intellectual 
impairment amongst offenders and suspects at various stages in the criminal justice 
system have been noted as high as 30% (Hayes 1997).  Much research in Australia 
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and internationally has concluded that people with intellectual disability do not fare 
well within the prison environment.  They are depicted as targets of abuse and 
neglect by other prisoners and the corrective service system in general (Mullen 
2001).  Prisoners with intellectual disability are likely to serve longer sentences and 
usually do not have the same access to resources for rehabilitation (Petersilia 1997); 
and can have a high chance of re-offending (Lindsay & Taylor 2005).   
Positivist approaches have dominated the research on offenders with 
intellectual impairment, often from the fields of psychology and psychiatry (for 
example, Lindsay et al. 2004). Although such research has been significant in 
furthering understanding in the field, the personal experiences of people with 
intellectual disability who offend have largely been ignored.  This is in spite of a 
growing trend toward convict criminology, where the accounts of prisoners in general 
are considered paramount and many people who have experienced imprisonment are 
directing and designing research (Richards & Ross 2001). Perhaps researchers have 
made an overall assumption that the combination of a person’s cognitive impairment 
and possible anti-social behaviour makes the person an untrustworthy co-researcher. 
Whatever the reason, people with intellectual disability have not been accorded 
influential roles in criminological research.  New insights and more effective 
responses derived from their lived experiences of prison life are needed to further the 
knowledge base.    
Because of these issues, life story research with ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability is a valuable endeavour.  The stigma of having an intellectual impairment 
and being an ex-prisoner can interact in complex and variable ways and life story 
research can provide a nuanced account of such experiences (Davidson 2003).   ‘Life 
story’ refers to retrospective information about a life or a segment of a life that is 
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fashioned by the individual and does not include corroborative document evidence as 
found in life history or oral history methods (Minichiello et al. 1995).  A number of 
writers, for example Booth and Booth (1996), have shown that the life story method 
with its interpretivist underpinning, has contributed greatly to the understandings of 
the lived experiences of people with intellectual disability.  The method builds on 
notions of trust developed between the researcher and participant with the voice of 
the participant ultimately determining the frame of reference for the story.   
This paper examines ethical issues surrounding the use of life story research 
with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability with reference to an emerging empirical 
study.  Following a brief description of the background of the study, some core 
principles of bioethics are examined in relation to life story research with ex-
prisoners with intellectual disability.  The strategies used by the researcher to address 
these specific areas of ethical practice will also be discussed, although it should not 
be assumed that these strategies are prescriptive. 
Research aims and method 
 
This study adopts an exploratory life story approach to the prison and post-
prison experience of adults with intellectual disability in Queensland.  Ten ex-
prisoners who have been given the label of intellectual impairment and have spent 
time in an adult correctional facility in Queensland were interviewed.  The research 
examines what their identified needs were within the correctional system and beyond, 
as well as taking into account the resources and strategies used to survive such 
experiences.  This was done through in-depth interviews, using life maps, drawings, 
videos and photographs as appropriate (Gray & Ridden 1999).   
The researcher’s work has come under the jurisdiction of the Corrective 
Services Act 2006, which stipulates that researchers are unable to interview prisoners 
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and parolees without the approval of the Director General of Queensland Corrective 
Services.  This approval was denied, and participants were thus recruited through 
disability agencies, mental health facilities, and hostels and boarding houses from 
both Northern and South-East Queensland.  The research sample had a balance of 
both male and female participants, with an age range from twenty-six to sixty-eight 
years.  All participants were of Caucasian background; the length of time since being 
released from prison varied from one year to approximately twenty years ago; and the 
nature of their custodial sentences varied from short-term remand detention to long-
term orders.  Participants were identified as having an intellectual impairment by the 
service systems they used.  
Key ethical principals and their fit with this study 
 
The ethical acceptability of social science research in Australia involving 
humans is often determined by how well it meets the standards outlined by the 
National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC).  These standards have 
been outlined in the NHMRC’s National Statement on Ethical  
Conduct in Research Involving Humans (1999) and refer to four key ethical principles 
– integrity; justice; respect for persons and beneficence.  Although these principles are 
not mutually exclusive, for the sake of coherency, this paper will examine each 
principle as they relate to this study with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.   
These key ethical principles are unable to cover the complexity involved in 
this study that comes from examining the interface between two vulnerable groups – 
ex-prisoners and people with intellectual disability.  The stigma associated with these 
two identities may be experienced in a combined form, with one exacerbating the 
other (Vernon 1999). Because of these factors, this group of people may shy away 
from exploring these devalued experiences, as does society at large.  Life story 
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research is dependent upon the researcher building a collaborative relationship with 
participants, and in this context, seeking information of a highly sensitive nature.  The 
relationship between researcher and participant must be built on trust, and the 
researcher needs to be able to enter into the world of the Other.  Neither is an easy 
task with this group of people as participants may understandably be either suspicious 
of the research process or fail to fully comprehend the possible implications 
associated with participation. Individuals may refuse to fully engage in the process or 
give unreliable information to protect their privacy (Shaver 2005).  They may 
downplay their own needs relating to their disability in order to appear competent and 
profess to understanding what is being asked of them when they may not (Ericson, 
Perlman & Isaacs 1994).  Ethical principles may appear to the researcher as lofty 
ideals that do not neatly fit the reality of the research situation.  This paper describes 
some of the tensions that arose for the researcher when putting these principles into 
practice within the context of this study.  
Integrity and exploring new ground 
 
The NHMRC (1999) regards the principle of integrity as a guiding value for 
all research involving human participants.  Researchers need to understand the 
fundamentals of responsible research and be able to apply these concepts to the 
particular situation being studied (Steneck 2002).  Integrity can also be regarded as a 
value that is found in many codes of ethics of professional associations (Banks 2006).  
Integrity in this context comprises honesty, reliability and impartiality. 
 A narrative approach to the experiences of ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability potentially allows a researcher to act with integrity because of the method’s 
strong commitment to respecting the contribution that participants with disability can 
and do make.  However, integrity does not always come easily.  Queensland 
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Corrective Services deemed the research to be too resource intensive for their 
operations.  The researcher also had several encounters with workers in disability and 
mental health agencies who did not think it was possible to interview people with 
intellectual disability about their prison experiences.  A shift in attitude was 
sometimes achieved through persistence with gatekeepers, and by showing agencies 
what was possible through the use of augmentative communications, such as pictorial 
information sheets and consent forms for participants.     
It has also been difficult at times to act with integrity as a researcher, because 
there are few guideposts for conducting life story research with ex-prisoners with 
intellectual disability.  What, for example, does one do when a participant gives an 
account that is contradictory?  Is it the role of the researcher to point out these 
contradictions?  The researcher interviewed a man who told a story of attaining 
employment in so many different areas than was humanly possible in such a short 
time.  To question him on this, in order to get a more accurate account, may have been 
seen as threatening to his own sense of self and competence.  A decision was made to 
include the man’s community worker in the interview to alleviate some of the 
confusion and assist the man to provide a more coherent story.  However, by doing so, 
the man may have felt under pressure to discuss highly sensitive issues around 
imprisonment with the worker that may have never arisen in the course of their work 
together. 
Another challenge occurs when institutions that control participants’ lives can 
compromise integrity in life story research (Steneck 2002).  For example, one ethics 
committee instructed the researcher to avoid interviewing participants from an 
Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander background as it was stated that it would take too 
long to get approval from the relevant communities.  Whilst this may have been the 
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case, the ethics committee made the decision to restrict the scope of the study, not the 
researcher or the communities involved.  In effect, the study could not take into 
account inter-cultural differences in the experiences of imprisonment and ignored the 
issue that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have long been over-
represented in the criminal justice system in Australia (Cunneen & Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Commission 1997).  
Justice and weighing up the risks and benefits of participation 
 
For a researcher to act with justice, she or he must avoid imposing on 
particular groups an unfair burden of participation (NHMRC 1999).  This principle is 
frequently referred to as distributive justice, where the researcher must consider the 
risks and burdens versus the social benefits of participation in the research 
(Beauchamp & Childress 2001).   
 Plummer (2001, p. 248) argues that life stories give “flesh and bones to the 
injustices and indignities of the world where so frequently in social science there is 
only bland and horrible jargon that serves to over-distance from the issues, to conceal 
and mystify what is actually occurring in the social world.”  This is certainly true for 
the life stories uncovered in this study, as they have revealed issues of loneliness, 
rejection, poverty and abuse within and outside the prison system.  Yet to talk of such 
matters was at times a painful experience for participants.  The beginning quote in this 
paper is an example in which participation in life story research could be considered a 
burden for ex-prisoners with intellectual disability. Swain, Heyman and Gillman 
(1998) describe the process of open-ended interviewing with people with intellectual 
disability as a public exposition of private concerns.  For many, nothing could be 
more private than the stigmatising experience of imprisonment, and many prisoners 
with intellectual disability are subject to sexual assault by other prisoners and by 
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correctional staff.  They may also be abused or victimised in other ways such as 
having property stolen, or being used by more intelligent offenders to violate 
institutional rules or execute illegal activities such as drug dealing (Glaser & Deane 
1999).  The researcher in this study was aware that these sensitive issues could arise 
in the process of interviewing.  She made links with relevant support and counselling 
services prior to beginning data collection in the event that a participant became 
overly distressed.  
 Despite these concerns, the researcher believes that participation in the study 
produced benefits for participants.  At a basic level, the act of telling the story assisted 
people to provide some kind of order to life events; helped them to reflect on how 
events may have occurred, and who was important in their life (Plummer 2001).  For 
one woman, relaying her experience enabled her to recall the assistance she received 
from other women in prison, which included guidance as to how to keep herself safe 
in the community upon release.   
Although people with intellectual impairment may have a strong present 
orientation and have difficulties with dates and numbers (Booth & Booth 1996), a 
significant life-changing event such as imprisonment is not easily forgotten.  A 
participant’s capacity to recall such an event was not so much an issue.  Rather, it has 
been the ability of the researcher to develop a relationship of trust and intimacy with 
participants that was the greatest challenge.  While this may be true for any research 
with people with intellectual disability, ex-prisoners with intellectual disability have 
been exposed to cultural expectations within the prison environment not to inform or 
“dog” on others for their own safety (Findlay 2002).  This cultural expectation was 
very apparent when a number of people with intellectual disability refused to 
participate in the research on the basis that it was considered “dogging”. 
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If a level of trust can be established between participant and researcher, life 
story work can become a therapeutic process in which the participant is able to give 
his or her own meaning to some deeply disturbing experiences (Plummer 2001).  One 
woman described participation as being important to her because she said, “at least I 
can tell my story to let other women know what… goes on and what can happen.”  
The stories on their own also gave ex-prisoners with intellectual disability greater 
credibility and in their final form, will allow others to see how so-called “deviant” 
behaviour can be an understandable response to social circumstances (Becker 1977). 
Respect for persons and self-determination 
 
Respect for persons is understood as a respect for a person’s autonomy and 
self-determination, as well as recognising that some persons may have difficulty 
understanding the nature and effect of certain decisions and are entitled to protection 
(NHMRC 1999). As a whole, people with intellectual disability may be denied the 
autonomy to participate in research for the very reason that they are not given the 
opportunity to consider participation; or they may experience undue pressure to 
participate from service providers and other gatekeepers.  These dynamics may be 
further complicated when the participant group are ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability as outlined below.  
Opportunities for self-determination and the role of gatekeepers 
 
For a person to make a choice to participate in research, they first must be 
made aware of it.  The researcher in this study discovered significant barriers when 
attempting to disseminate information to potential participants about the project.  
Firstly, there was an absence of an accurate universal data set of people with 
intellectual impairment in Queensland to draw upon.  Even if one existed, a lack of 
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sharing of information across government departments would have made it impossible 
to trace the movements of individuals through the criminal justice system (Lennox et 
al. 2005).   
Secondly, many correctional systems in the Australian context fail to identify 
offenders with intellectual impairment (Hayes 2005).  Without such identification, 
there is considerable difficulty for prisoners to be linked to any formal disability 
support service after imprisonment.  For the researcher, this again made it difficult to 
locate potential participants (Simpson, Martin & Green 2001).   
 
Thirdly, the researcher was reliant on the goodwill of organizations involved 
in people’s lives in order to gain access to the study group.  As many ex-prisoners 
with intellectual disability are very transient, there were many gatekeeping agencies to 
contact.  To date, six ethics committees, and three management committees have 
examined the project, with approval mostly being granted.  Queensland Corrective 
Services denied access to people in the prison and parole population.  One 
government agency would not let the researcher contact area offices directly, and 
when they did distribute information to these offices, a cautionary letter accompanied 
this information about not breaching the organization's information privacy principles.  
One health department requested a consent form to be first completed by the Office of 
the Adult Guardian and the person’s mother before the person could access the 
information and make an initial choice.  This request could be seen as extremely 
disempowering to the person, and a breach of their privacy. 
 Fourthly, some problems also occurred when gatekeepers did not fully 
understand the inclusion criteria for research participation.  This was particularly true 
in agencies who did not primarily work with people with disabilities.  One hostel 
owner confused intellectual disability with mental illness, and the researcher ended up 
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discussing participation with a man who had dementia.  This man was very 
disappointed that he would not be interviewed and offered to have an intellectual 
disability to be involved.  Another gatekeeping agency was confused as to what was 
meant by imprisonment, and the researcher spent several months applying through the 
agency’s ethics committee only to find the participant did not meet the criteria.  
Lastly, many ex-prisoners with intellectual disability can live very transient 
and chaotic lifestyles.  They may live in unstable living conditions and/or have an 
additional psychiatric illness or disability that can significantly impact on their ability 
to participate (O'Brien 2002).  A poignant example of this was one man who was 
living in a padded cell in a secure mental health facility.  His treating psychiatrist 
refused to relay information about the research to the person on the grounds that the 
man was not well enough to participate.  There may have also been an overriding 
concern about publicly exposing the living environment of the person through the 
research process.   
Ex-prisoners with intellectual disability may also continue to be involved in 
criminal matters that lead to their subsequent re-arrest and incarceration (Baldry & 
Maplestone 2003).  Several potential participants in this study were ruled out on the 
basis that they returned to prison, were experiencing a period of unwellness due to 
mental illness, or were discharged from hospital and could not be contacted.   
Informed consent 
 
The notion of respect for persons and their autonomy also involves the 
subsidiary principle of informed consent (Beauchamp & Childress 2001).  Informed 
consent consists of the elements of information, decisional capacity and voluntarism 
(Roberts 2002).  This paper has already touched upon issues concerning voluntarism, 
and now explores what information needs to be conveyed to ex-prisoners with 
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intellectual disability and the process of determining such participants’ competence to 
consent to life story research. 
Sin (2005) argues that the notion of “informed consent” is a socially 
constructed concept.  Ethics committees often determine the nature of the information 
provided to participants in absolutist terms.  For example, the NHMRC (1999) 
requires the researcher to provide information to participants about the purpose, 
methods, demands, risks, inconveniences, discomforts and possible outcomes of the 
research.  Yet, in this study, it was not always clear what participation in the research 
would entail for the person, and therefore what the person may be consenting to.  For 
example, it was difficult to determine the length of engagement with participants and 
therefore the demands placed on them.  Additionally, the number of interviews were 
dependent on many factors, such as a person’s communication style and the nature of 
their story.   
Similarly, it was difficult to account for all possible discomforts to the 
participant arising from participation. The open-ended nature of life story research 
can mean that interviews may go down lines that neither the researcher nor 
participant may expect (Swain, Heyman & Gillman 1998).  This paper later discusses 
the possibility of disclosure of criminal offences, but there are also other sensitive 
issues that may arise.  For one man, the researcher found it challenging to know 
whether his silent responses were related to a painful issue about his childhood being 
uncovered, or whether he had trouble recalling what had happened.  The dynamic and 
unexpected nature of life story research needs to be accounted for, and in this study, 
the researcher regularly renegotiated consent with participants as issues arose (Sin 
2005). 
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Determining capacity to consent 
 
Sometimes a person’s learning difficulties may affect their capacity to 
understand what a research project entails.  Incapacity to consent may appear obvious 
in people with “severe” intellectual disability who may require assistance in making 
decisions in many aspects of their lives.  However, it may not always be easy to 
determine if a person understands when their intellectual impairment falls within the 
“borderline” to “mild” range and who appears generally more competent.  This is the 
case for the majority of ex-prisoners with intellectual disability, and for the majority 
of participants who participated in this study (Murphy & Mason 1999).  People who 
fall within this category of impairment may be able to make informed choices in 
some aspects of their lives and not in others (National Bioethics Advisory 
Commission 1998).   In addition, some of the participants in this study did not want to 
admit having difficulties understanding in order to appear competent to the 
researcher.  For example, one man could not remember that the research was about 
prison life when asked during the second interview, yet seemed to understand this in 
the first interview a week prior.  The researcher needed to gently remind the man 
about why she was there and what she was asking of him.    
A person’s capacity to consent can also fluctuate.  Many offenders with 
intellectual disability also have concomitant disorders such as psychiatric 
abnormality, behaviour disorders, sensory deficits or communication deficits as well 
as a history of substance or alcohol abuse (Holland, Clare & Mukhopadhyay 2002). 
These issues can significantly impact on a person’s understanding.  One woman who 
the researcher approached was agreeable to participating, but a period of mental 
illness made it very difficult for her to listen to what the research was about, let alone 
participate.  Similarly, another man had received a Depo-Provera injection prior to 
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one interview, which put him in a very calm and compliant state – yet the previous 
interview he had been quite guarded about some topics of discussion.  It was difficult 
to determine if the influence of the medication made him more receptive in the 
interview, and whether he would have agreed to discuss these matters on a different 
day.  
The researcher developed a list of questions in Easy English to check the 
capacity of participants to fully understand the process.   Developing the tool seemed 
to be a sensible approach in theory, but in practice, asking questions such as “What is 
the research about?” had the potential to be insulting to those participants who knew 
the answer.  It also wasn’t helpful for those people who felt anxious about being 
interviewed as it could easily be misconstrued as a formal test with the potential for 
“failure”.  Being tested is a common experience for many people with intellectual 
disability, but ex-prisoners with intellectual disability may have experienced 
particularly negative assessment procedures within the correctional environment that 
had implications for their progression through the system (Walsh 2004). 
Confidentiality and incriminating disclosure 
 
Confidentiality is also closely related to a person’s autonomy and can also be 
problematic in life story research with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.  A 
concern that arises for researchers when interviewing any person with a criminal 
history is that he or she may disclose criminal activity that has not been subject to 
prosecution.  For offenders with intellectual disability engaging in life story research, 
there may be little insight into the personal implications of disclosing such offences in 
the research interview (Brown & Thompson 1997).  In such instances of disclosure, 
the researcher may come under legal, institutional, physical and ethical pressures to 
pass on that information to others (Israel 2004).  There is no Australian case law 
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supporting a clear ‘researcher privilege’ to keep disclosures of this kind confidential 
(Chalmers & Israel 2005).  Such pressures to report criminal behaviour can 
undermine the trust built between the researcher and participant and challenge other 
ethical issues such as nonmaleficence in research.  
If a person’s level of cognitive abilities makes it difficult for the person to 
conceal his or her criminal behaviour to others, then participation in the unstructured 
nature of life story interviews may in fact provide a medium in which the person 
divulges past offences that have not been subject to prosecution.  One participant had 
been found guilty of sex offences against children in the past.  As interviews 
progressed, he revealed that he had been frequently in contact with young children, 
and although did not disclose any sexual behaviour in these circumstances, the 
researcher was concerned that he may have breached a forensic or probation order he 
had been under.  In this instance, the researcher changed the subject matter of the 
interview in order not to place herself or the participant in a compromising position. 
In the context of life story research with ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability, further consideration regarding the nature of confidentiality may be needed 
when formulating consent forms – however, the university ethics committee in the 
researcher’s emerging study did not feel it necessary to include a caution to 
participants not to disclose offences that have not been subject to prosecution.    If 
such a caution were included, the researcher believes it would have been a deterrent 
for people to participate.  The decision was made to caution people if necessary 
during the context of an interview, although there was no guarantee that incriminating 
disclosure would not occur.  Data was also quickly de-identified in the remote event 
that criminal justice authorities subpoenaed such information. 
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Veracity and bias in life stories 
 
Veracity refers to the degree of honesty in a person’s story (Beauchamp & 
Childress 2001).  It is also a subsidiary principle to autonomy in research and can be 
difficult to adhere to in life story research with ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability. In life story research with people with intellectual disability, a researcher 
needs to be highly reflexive in his or her approach in order to prevent misrepresenting 
a person’s voice (Walmsley & Johnson 2003).  Factors such as particular life 
experiences, attitudes and personality traits of the researcher may lead to questions 
being asked that are prejudicial in nature.  Plummer (2001) refers to this as bias 
entering the interviewer domain.  The researcher in this study has a background in 
systemic advocacy for people with disabilities and a strong leaning towards the 
benefits of deinstitutionalisation and community living.  This certainly shaped what 
questions were asked around prison life, possibly at the expense of other valuable 
questions.  She endeavoured to provide a broader approach to data collection and 
analysis by seeking feedback from other academic peers. 
 Veracity in life story research can also be diminished by bias creeping in 
through the interactional encounter between researcher and participant (Plummer 
2001).   Writers such as Goffman (1967) discuss the human tendency to present 
oneself in a certain light depending on the context. 
Another source of bias is from the life story participant (Plummer 2001).  In 
this study, some participants may have told the researcher a very different story from 
actual events.  There were many reasons for this.  Some participants’ stories seemed 
much rehearsed, as if they had been told many times over.  These stories often 
centred on the person proving their innocence, or explaining why they had committed 
certain crimes.  Other times, the research interview was regarded as an opportunity to 
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present the researcher with a list of personal achievements, even if these 
achievements seemed exaggerated or highly unlikely.   
Sometimes participants omitted what others would regard important detail in 
their stories.  For example, discussions regarding drug trafficking and prostitution 
within prison were generally avoided because to talk of such matters may have been 
regarded as breaking the prison culture of silence around these issues.  Important 
detail was also omitted at times due to a person’s difficulty in recalling events and 
providing a coherent account. 
 As Plummer (2001) states, to remove all bias from the life story process is to 
no longer study human life at all.  It is more accurate to consider veracity as a 
particular “truth” that is assembled at a particular point in time and place.   
Beneficence/non-maleficence 
 
The final ethical principle this paper will explore is that of beneficence – in 
particular its subsidiary obligation of nonmaleficence.  ‘Beneficence refers to an 
action done to benefit others’ (Beauchamp & Childress 2001, p. 166); whereas 
nonmaleficence involves not inflicting harm or evil (Frankena 1973).  This paper has 
already discussed many of the risks and benefits to participants in the study, and 
therefore will examine nonmaleficence in terms of safety issues for the researcher. 
Safety precautions for the researcher are often necessary in many types of 
criminological research yet they are seldom discussed in the literature (Jamieson 
2000).  This is equally true for life story research with ex-prisoners with intellectual 
disability.  As previously mentioned, in-depth interviewing may result in 
incriminating or emotionally upsetting information being disclosed to the researcher.  
It also needs to be acknowledged that participants themselves may have a history of 
engaging in ‘dangerous’ offending behaviour, may currently engage in an offending 
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and sometimes drug-oriented and chaotic lifestyle, and may associate with others who 
engage in ‘risk’ behaviour.  The geographical location of interviews may be in 
unfamiliar locales and it may be necessary to conduct interviews outside of office 
hours.  All these factors can be regarded as potential risks to the safety of the 
researcher. 
The extended engagement that is required in life story research is likely to 
assist the researcher to become open to the participant’s ways of understanding and 
perhaps allow the researcher to better predict when difficult situations may arise 
(Booth & Booth 1996).  Nevertheless, the researcher implemented a number of safety 
procedures and precautions in this study to minimise potential threats.  Wherever 
necessary and possible, the researcher visited locations for interviews prior to 
commencing such interviews.  She followed the suggestion by Jamieson (2000) that 
researchers when first entering someone’s home should contact the person via 
telephone immediately prior to the visit, to better ascertain the situation – for example 
a person may sound ‘high’ or distressed and it may be safer to postpone the interview.  
The researcher also kept others informed of her whereabouts and asked gatekeeping 
agencies if there might be any safety concerns.  The latter strategy was not always 
reliable – for example, the researcher was told by direct care staff for one woman of 
the possibility of physical violence after the interview had taken place. 
Within the Queensland context, an additional consideration for researchers 
interviewing ex-prisoners is that they are not contravening the Corrective Services 
Act (2000) Queensland.  The researcher was unable to obtain approval for the 
research from the Chief Executive of Corrective Services Queensland, and therefore 
could have faced up to a $7500 fine or two years imprisonment for interviewing an 
ex-prisoner who is subject to a Post-Prison Community-Based Release (PPCBR) 
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order (Walsh 2004).  This restricted the pool of participants the researcher could draw 
upon and had serious implications if the correctional status of the participant was not 
clarified. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In engaging in this study, it has become apparent to the researcher that ethical 
principles as outlined by peak bodies such as the NHMRC can provide only basic 
guidance to researchers on how to act.  Ethical reasoning and decision-making are not 
merely rational processes of applying principles and derived rules to particular cases.  
Researchers need not only a good understanding of the concepts and principles of 
social justice that underpin such guidelines, but also commitment, motivation, 
confidence and skills to put such principles into practice in complex situations such as 
working with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability. Life story research with this 
group of people calls for the researcher to approach issues with reflexivity, because it 
challenges taken-for-granted truths about what constitutes a successful partnership 
between researcher and participant (Banks 2006).  At each step and every turn, 
researchers need to consider the power dynamics in their relationship with 
participants; encourage participants to reflect on their role in the process; and 
negotiate informed consent (Van Hove, Roets & Goodley 2005).   
Perhaps an answer to some of the ethical challenges involved in life story 
research with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability is to consider the principles 
touted by ethics committees as socially constructed concepts.  The constructionist 
approach is based on the notion that there is no objective reality existing 
independently of the human subject and therefore ethical principles are built upon the 
language and ways of thinking of the society who created them (Banks 2006).    
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For example, the concept of “integrity” needs to be examined in terms of what 
ethics committees expect and what it means personally to the researcher.  Acting with 
“integrity” in this light within this particular study, could involve being critically 
aware of vested interests and how they might influence the research process.  These 
interests include those held by the researcher, the participants and gatekeepers. 
Similarly, the definitions of “justice”, “respect for persons” and “beneficence” 
should not be restricted purely to absolutist terms.  A realistic assessment also must 
be made of the societal context in which research takes place, and in this case, for ex-
prisoners with intellectual disability, a heightened awareness that societal structures 
do not readily afford such people “justice”, “respect” or “beneficence”.   The 
researcher must be guided by his or her intuition at times to know the best action to 
take. 
This paper therefore advocates for a reflexive approach to ethics in life story 
research with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.  There are no definitive rules 
that can govern such research and principles can only guide the researcher so far.  
This should not deter the pursuit of such work, if one sees how the life story process 
in all its complexity is not unlike the challenges faced in life.  As Plummer (2001, p. 
250) states, “in understanding a life and in listening to the lives of others are laid bare 
the struggles around morality and ethics that help organise any culture”.  For ex-
prisoners with intellectual disability, both the process of giving credence to their 
voices, and the content of what is shared in their life stories make a worthy 
contribution to understanding how our society treats vulnerable people.   
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